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The end came for John Kennedy 
that Friday in Dallas. For 17 
years, the 35th President of the 
United States has rested in his 
grave. But the restless search for 
answers about that day does not 
end. 

The Warren Commission found 
that Lee Harvey Oswald acted 
alone. But critics said that was too 
neat and the cracks in the crackpot 
theory widened. 1 • 

Enter Ihe House Select Commit- . . 
tee on Assassinations. In 1978, us- 
ing a tape recording of the. actual 
assassination from a motorcycle 
policeman’s jammed transmitter, 
it concluded beyond doubt that 
Kennedy was killed as a result of a 
conspiracy involving at least two 
gunmen. But the committee made 
no conclusion about who or why or 
how. Now. two new books try to fill 
that void. 

Robert Blakey and Richard Bil- 
lings proclaim “the definitive sto- 
ry” in The Plot To Kill The. Presi- 
dent. It is for them to say what the 
committee could not, or would not: 
organized crime killed JFK. 

Billings is a former editor of Life 
Magazine and it is clearly his input 
that gives the work its readability 
and dramatic style. Blakey was 
chief counsel and staff director of 
the committee with a background 
as professor law and director of 
The Notre Dame Institute on Orga- 
nized Crime, a former special 
prosecutor under Robert Kennedy 
and Chief Counsel’ to the McClen- 
nan Senate Committee on orga- 
nized crime in the fifties. 

Meanwhile, assassination aficio- 
nado David Lifton, with no creden- 
tials other than an obsession, an 
attention to detail and 15 years of 
research, has come up with the 
wildest and most disturbing theory 
of all in Best Evidence. 

Blakey and Billings concentrate 



on the who and why. They examine 
the organized crime network in 
: extensive,- often unnecessary de- 
tail. Blakey is obsessed With the 
mob and therein lies both his credi- 
bility and his bias. But the analysis 
is sound, reasonable and mostly 
logical. 

The chilling intrigue uncovered 
by their investigation makes Wa- 
tergate look like a teddy bears’ 
picnic, and the Warren Commis- 
sion’s report is revealed as nothing 
more than a superficial glance at 
the question, designed to calm a 
hysterical nation by confirming 
what it wanted to hear: one nut 
acted alone. 

Chief Justice Earl Warren’s first 
act was to rule that the commis- 
sion need not seek subpoena power 
because it could “rely on the re- 
ports of the investigative agen- 
; eies.” It was considered unneces- 
sary to examine the photographs 
or X-rays taken at the autopsy. 
Only a fraction of the participants 
in the denouement were inter- 
viewed and despite the fact that 
the majority of the eyewitnesses 
concluded that the shots came 
from the front Of the Kennedy 
motorcade, the commission con- 
cluded that there was “no credible 
evidence” that the shots came 
from' anywhere but the book depos- 
— itory behind the motorcade. y ■ ■ 
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Blakey’s conclusions are much 
less comforting. Their sinister 
implications and their entirely 
believable presentation shatter 
any reasonable concept of a social ! 
and political order. The effect is 
devastating, though at least one 
whimsical aside strains the imagi- 
nation — the authors’ suggestion 
that it was Kennedy’s dalliance 
with mobster Sam Giancana’s 
paramour, Judith Campbell Ex- 
ner, that sealed his death contract. 

Lifton, however, would have us 
believe that a group of conspira- 
tors stage-managed a fantastic 
deception featuring th£ theft of 
JFK’s body. He maintains that 




secret surgery was performed on 
the corpse to change the visible 
direction of the wounds to support 
the single-assassin theory. It was a 
medical' forgery that was delivered 
to the autopsy doctors, he says. 

But Lifton’s book, which reads 
like a mystery thriller, presents 
far too many troubling facts to be 
dismissed as fiction; if Blakey and 
Billings wrote a whodunnit, Lif- 
ton’s book is a howdunnit. 

In a gripping, though indulgent 
and righteous first-person narra- 
tive, he says the experts have been 
looking for answers in all the 
wrong places. The president’s body 
is “the best evidence.” By surgi- 
cally altering it, the conspirators 
(he implies it was the secret ser- 
vice) accomplished the complete 
deception. He points out that the 
doctors in Dallas concluded that 
'Kennedy was shot from the front 
and they observed a large exit 
wound at the back of the head. The, 
autopsy doctors in Washington, ; 
however, received a body with a 
wpund on the top of the head that, 
was four times the size of the 
wound described by the Dallas 
doctors. The Dallas doctors say 
they performed ;no surgery but, 
when the body was delivered for 
the autopsy, the autopsy doctors 
concluded that surgery had been 
performed at the top of the skull. 
The body that left Dallas was 
wrapped in a sheet, delivered for 
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autopsy m a zippeieu ua s . 

The book requires an adventur- 
ous imagination and a strong stom- 
ach. Lifton’s focus on the medical 
aspects is an embarrassing mix- 
ture of ghoulishness ahd sacrilege 
about stuffing plaster of Paris into 
the empty cranium of one of the 
world’s most gifted leaders. How- 
ever, the startling contradictions 
m the, evidence and the weight of 
Lifton’s awesome research give 
some of the work an unsettling 
authenticity. 6 

_ In the end, both books are flawed 
by the same process that doomed 
the Warren Commission — both ' 
come to their conclusions first and 
then marshall the evidence and the 
authority to support them. The 
simple truth is that the assassina- 
tion is an infinite jigsaw puzzle 
with parts that have been lost for 
all time. 

The most publicly scrutinized 
crime m history is, in the, final 
analysis, the most perfect crime. 
One observer explained why- “if 
(an organization) wanted to have 
someone knocked off, the top man 
would speak to someone who would 
speak to someone who would speak 
to someone else and order it. The 
man who actually does the gun 
work does not know who ordered it. 

To trace that- back is virtually 
impossible.” The observer- Robert 
F. Kennedy. 

Dermot P. Nolan is a Hamilton 
lawyer. . 
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